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APPARATUS FOR ALIGNING A MOVING 
SUBSTRATE AND A READ OR WRITE HEAD 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention generally relates to an appara 
tus for aligning a moving substrate and a read or write 
head and, in particular, relates to such an apparatus that 
ensures that a preselected segment of the moving sub 
strate traverses the read or write head. 

In many ?elds, particularly with the ever increasing 
use of automated document handing equipment, the 
ability to write upon or reading from a speci?c prese 
lected segment of a moving substrate, such as, for exam 
ple, an envelope, is an important step in the processing 
of information. One general ?eld wherein this ability is 
paramount is the ?eld of mail handling. Almost every 
person and business must, in some fashion, at some time, 
process mail. In some instances, the volume of mail 
processed is suf?ciently low that the task of reading or 
writing information from or to each mail piece can be 
most ef?ciently performed manually. However, in 
many instances, the volume of mail pieces processed is 
so large that the task can be efficiently handled only by 
automated equipment. 
One of the largest mail handling organizations is the 

US. Postal Service (USPS). In recent years, the USPS, 
in an effort to provide improved services, has begun 
using such techniques as the zip code, zip code charac 
ter readers, postal bar coding and pre-bar coding. In 
order to maximize the bene?ts derived from such tech 
niques, it has become necessary for standards to be 
established for the location of such information on mail 
documents. For example, in order to maximize the ben 
e?ts of using an optical character reader (OCR) to as 
certain a zip code on an envelope, the zip code must be 
located within the viewing ?eld of the OCR. Typically, 
such various location standards are defined with respect 
to one or more edges of a document being processed, 
for example, in the instance of processing mail pieces 
the location may be de?ned with respect to the lower 
and leading edges of an envelope or the area of an enve 
lope reserved the address. In order for such systems to 
function efficiently, the users of the USPS, as well as 
user of other similar delivery services, must print such 
information at, or in, these standard locations. 

Currently, however, due, to some extent, to the high 
speed of the available equipment, the alignment of a 
moving substrate is not a simple task. For example, in 
the mail handling industry, it is quite common to trans 
port documents, i.e., letters, envelopes, etc., over a 
predesigned path via a plurality of conveyor belts. Usu 
ally, such a path includes one or more changes of direc 
tion and may also include, for example, a carousel ar 
rangement for orienting the documents so that a refer 
ence edge is proximate a ?xed reference fence. The 
?xed reference fence thus provides a base line where 
from a read or write head can be positioned with re 
spect to a preselected segment of the document. Typi 
cally, in such a system, a mechanism is provided to urge 
the documents against the ?xed reference fence. 
Although systems are available that function quite 

satisfactorily, there nevertheless remain some dif?cul 
ties. For example, a moving substrate may not be prop 
erly aligned, for instance, unless it is delivered, within a 
reasonable tolerance, to a particular point on a con 
veyor belt. In such a system, it is quite possible to pro 
cess large numbers of unaligned documents without 

5 

15 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

65 

2 
immediate detection. In the instance where such mis 
alignment is prior to the time of printing upon an enve 
lope, that envelope may subsequently have information 
printed thereupon outside of the accepted standard 
location. Such a misaligned printing reduces the effi 
ciency of not only the mail processing system, but also 
the ef?ciency of the mail delivery service. 

Consequently, an apparatus for adaptively aligning a 
moving substrate and a read or write head is highly 
desirable to improve the efficiency of document han 
dling and, in particular, the processing of mail. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Accordingly, it is one object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus for aligning a moving substrate 
and a read or write head. 
This object is accomplished, at least in part, by an 

apparatus for aligning a movable substrate and a read or 
write head having means for deskewing a moving sub 
strate and means for translating the read or write head 
so that a preselected segment of the moving substrate 
traverses the read or write head. 
Other objects and advantages will become apparent 

to those skilled in the art from the following detailed 
description read in conjunction with the appended 
claims and the drawings attached hereto. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a pictorial view, not drawn to scale, of an 
apparatus for aligning a moving substrate and a read or 
write device and embodying the principles of the pres 
ent invention; 
FIG. 2 is a side view representation, also not drawn 

to scale, of the apparatus shown in FIG. 1; 
FIG. 3 is a block diagram of one embodiment of an 

electronic control system useful with the apparatus 
shown in FIGS. 1 and 2; and 
FIG. 4 is a ?ow diagram depicting the operation of 

one embodiment of an apparatus controller useful with 
the apparatus shown in FIGS. 1 and 2. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

An apparatus for aligning a moving substrate and a 
read or write head, generally indicated at 10 in FIGS. 1 
and 2 and embodying the principles of the present in 
vention, includes a substrate support member 12, a 
means 14 for sensing the skew of a moving substrate 16, 
a means 18 for deskewing the sensed moving substrate 
16, and means 20 for translating a read or write head 22 
with respect to the direction of travel of the deskewed 
moving substrate 16. 

Preferably, the apparatus 10 further includes means 
24 for detecting the presence of a moving substrate 16 
prior to the moving substrate 16 reaching the deskew 
ing means 18 and an apparatus controller 26 adapted to 
coordinate the means 18 for deskewing with the means 
20 for translating the head 22. 

In one particular embodiment, a substrate 16 is con 
veyed along the substrate support member 12 that, for 
example, may be a printer transport deck. The substrate 
support member 12 is, in one embodiment, fashioned to 
include ?rst and second slots, 28 and 30, respectively, 
therein. In addition, as more fully discussed below, first 
and second drive rollers, 32 and 34, respectively, are 
positioned to extend through the ?rst and second slots, 
28 and 30 respectively, to engage and move the sub 
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strate 16 along the surface 36 of the substrate support 
member 12. As shown in FIG. 2, the conveyance of the 
substrate 6 can be accomplished by the ?rst and second 
drive rollers, 32 and 34, respectively, in conjunction 
with, for example, spring biassed ?rst and second pinch 
rollers, 38 and 40, respectively. The pinch rollers, 38 
and 40, are, in this embodiment, disposed opposing the 
drive rollers, 32 and 34, wherebetween the substrate 16, 
such as, for example, an envelope, may be engaged and 
transported to traverse the substrate support member 
12. Typically, other conveying means, not shown in the 
drawings, are provided to convey the substrate 16 away 
from the head 22. 

In this embodiment, the means 14 for sensing the 
skew of a moving substrate 16 includes a photodiode 
array having a plurality of photosensors. Preferably, the 
plurality of photosensors are aligned in a direction sub 
stantially parallel to the direction of translation of the 
read or write head 22. 

In general, photosensors can be characterized as 
being re?ective or transmissive. In the instance of a 
reflective photosensor the photo transmission portion 
and the photo receiving portion are disposed on the 
same side of the path of the object to be sensed. Thus, 
when an object passes thereunder the amount of light 
received changes and the photo receiver generates a 
signal indicative of the presence of the object. In the 
instance of a transmissive photosensor the photo trans 
mitter and photo receiver are disposed on opposite sides 
of the path of the object to be sensed. Thus, when an 
object passes therebetween the amount of light received 
changes and the photo receiver generates a signal indic 
ative of the presence of an object therebetween. 

In one embodiment, the means 18 for deskewing the 
moving substrate 16 includes ?rst and second motors, 
42 and 44, respectively. Each motor, 42 and 44, prefera 
bly has an independent motor controller, 46 and 48, 
respectively, associated therewith. The motor control 
lers, 46 and 48, are preferably regulated by, as shown in 
FIG. 3, a microcomputer 50 that controls, indepen 
dently, the speed of ?rst and second motors, 42 and 44, 
respectively. In one con?guration, the ?rst and second 
motors, 42 and 44, respectively, are connected to the 
?rst and second drive rollers, 32 and 34, respectively. 
As a result, the speed of the ?rst and second drive rol 
lers, 32 and 34, respectively, can be adaptively and 
independently controlled such that the direction, i.e., 
the skew of different portions of a moving substrate 16, 
passing thereover and driven thereby, may be varied. 
The independent speed control provides a basic element 
of the means 18 for deskewing the moving substrate 16 
and thus, the alignment of the movement thereof with a 
preselected reference direction. In the preferred em 
bodiment, the preferred reference direction is substan 
tially perpendicular to the direction of the translation of 
the read or write head 22. For example, write head 22 
may be rotated by motor 52 and shaft 54 by means of 
worm gearing including worm 55 on shaft 54 and a 
worm wheel (not shown) associated with head 22. 

In the preferred embodiment, the means 20 for trans 
lating a read or write head 22 includes a third drive 
motor 52 having a drive shaft 54 extending therefrom 
whereupon the read or write head 22 can be mounted so 
that the motion of the third drive motor 52 causes the 
translation of the read or write head 2 in a direction 
substantially perpendicular to the reference direction of 
the moving substrate 16. 
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4 
As more fully discussed below, the skew of a moving 

substrate 16 is, in the preferred embodiment, detected 
by the number and location of particular ones of the 
individual photosensors of the array 14 that are cov 
ered, or occluded, during a particular sampling time. 
That is, the skew is determined by monitoring the pho 
todiode array 14 to ascertain the number of photodiodes 
masked by an edge of the moving substrate 16. The 
dynamic status of the photosensors, i.e., covered or 
uncovered as the substrate moves past, is indicative of 
the angle that the moving substrate 16 is disposed with 
respect to the reference direction when that status is 
periodically sampled over time. 

Preferably, the means 24 for detecting the entry of a 
moving substrate 16 includes at least one photosensor 
that provides a signal to the apparatus controller 26 
upon a moving substrate 16 initially moving there 
across. More speci?cally, the leading edge of an enve 
lope, in the instance of a mail handling apparatus, would 
cover, or occlude, the photoreceiver thus providing a 
signal indicating that in this use of the system 10, the 
leading edge of the envelope has the photosensor of the 
means 24. The time difference, therefore, between the 
time that the leading edge is detected by the photosen 
sor 24 and the time that the same leading edge reaches 
the photosensor array 14 can be readily ascertained, by 
well known timing techniques, and computed by the 
microcomputer 50. Using conventional algebra, the 
speed of the envelope can thus be determined from the 
known distance between the photosensor and array 14 
being divided by the time difference that the leading 
edge takes to traverse that spacing. Thus, this determi 
nation provides the entry speed of the moving substrate 
16. The speed of the moving substrate 16, as more fully 
discussed below, can beused by the apparatus controller 
26 for the desired alignment. 
An exemplary apparatus controller 26 is shown in 

FIG. 3 in a configuration that is particularly advanta 
geous for use with the apparatus 10 shown in FIGS. 1 
and 2. In this embodiment, the apparatus controller 26 
includes the microcomputer 50 having an electronic 
timer circuit 56, ?rst and second motor speed control 
lers, 46 and 48, respectively, and, in one embodiment, a 
third stepper motor controller 58 for controlling the 
translation of the read or write head 22. 

In one operation, the system 10 operates as shown in 
FIG. 4. The presence of a mail piece is initially detected 
by the photosensor 24. In response to the detection of 
the mailpiece, the timer 56 is started and continues to 
run until stopped when a photosensor element of the 
array 14 is occluded. From this time interval valve, the 
microcomputer 50 determines the speed of the mail 
piece by dividing the known distance between the pho 
tosensor 24 and the array 14 by the time interval. The 
speed of the ?rst and second drive roller motors, 42 and 
44, respectively, are hence, initially adjusted to match 
the calculated speed of the moving substrate 16. 
Such an initial setting helps to avoid jamming of the 

apparatus 10 and provides an operating base line mea 
surement for any subsequent speed adjustments of the 
driver rollers, 32 and 34, used to deskew the mailpiece. 
In this embodiment, the number of occluded photo 
receivers in the photo array 14 is then counted and 
stored. At this point of the operation, the third motor 52 
can be stepped to a position in response to the deter 
mined number of occluded photo receivers in the array 
14. Such an adjustment to an initial head position re 
draws the time required for any further adjustment to 
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the head position that may become necessary because of 
the deskewing of the envelope. The number of co 
cluded photo receivers is, in one embodiment, fre 
quently sampled and the number of changed conditions 
of the individual photo receivers is calculated. 
By such sampling the skew of an envelope can be 

determined based on the changes, if any, of the number 
of occluded photo receivers in the array 14. If the num 
ber of occluded photo receivers decreases, the speed of 
one of the drive motors, 42 or 44, is increased for a ?nite 
amount of time whereafter the speed of that drive mo 
tor, 42 or 44, is returned to the original value thereof, 
i.e., to match the speed of the mailpiece. If the previous 
number of occluded cells increases, the speed of the 
other drive motor, 42 or 44, is increased for a ?nite 
amount of time and returned to the speed of the other 
drive motor, 42 or 44. This sequence, i.e. sampling the 
photo receivers of the array 14 and changing the speed 
of one of the drive motors, 42 or 44, is repeated until the 
number of occluded photo receivers remaining con 
stant. In this fashion, not only is the moving substrate 16 
deskewed, but the speed of the transport of the mail 
piece is maintained to avoid the jamming of the appara 
tus 10. 

Subsequent to the speed adjustments of the drive 
motors 42 and 44, the third stepper motor 52 is trans 
lated to an operative position based upon the number of 
occluded photo receivers in the array 14. 

Subsequent to the substrate edge being deskewed, the 
now stable edge thereof can be used by the controller 26 
to position the head 22 at the appropriate distance from 
the edge of the moving substrate 16 to ensure that read 
ing or writing occurs within the preselected segment of 
the moving substrate 16. 
The present apparatus is advantageous in that not 

only are individual moving substrates 16 deskewed to 
ensure that the read or write head 22 is properly posi 
tioned with respect to a preselected segment of the 
moving substrate 16 but also because the speed of each 
incoming moving substrate 16 is substantially uniform 
during the deskewing, thus avoiding jamming of the 
apparatus. A further advantage lies in the fact that a 
considerable amount of deskewing can be provided and, 
in fact, in an instance where the drive rollers, 32 and 34, 
are sufficiently distanced from the read or write head 
22, a moving substrate 16 can be rotated by any desired 
amount. Such a rotation would be advantageous for 
handling moving substrates 16 that are not provided to 
the support member 12 in an aligned fashion. Further 
more, the complete rotation and, in fact, the deskewing 
of incoming moving substrates 16 occurs without the 
need for a ?xed reference fence that is commonly pro 
vided in current transport mechanisms. 
Although the present invention has been described 

herein with respect to a speci?c embodiment, it will be 
understood that other arrangements and con?gurations 
can be developed by those skilled in the art without 
departing from the spirit and scope of the present inven 
tion. Hence, the scope of the present invention is 
deemed limited only by the appended claims and the 
reasonable interpretation thereof. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An apparatus for aligning a moving substrate and a 

read or write head; said apparatus comprising: 
sensing means for sensing at least the edges of said 
moving substrate relative to a reference direction; 
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6 
deskewing means for deskewing said moving sub 

strate with respect to said reference direction; 
translating means for translating said head relative to 

said reference direction; and 
controlling means for controlling said means for 

translating in response to said means for sensing 
such that a preselected segment of said moving 
substrate traverses said head. 

2. Apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein said con 
trolling means controls said deskewing means in re 
sponse to said sensing means. 

3. Apparatus as claimed in claim 2 wherein said sens 
ing means comprises an array of sensors disposed such 
that said moving substrate traverses at least a portion 
thereof. 

4. Apparatus as claimed in claim 3 wherein said array 
includes a plurality of photodiodes disposed in a linear 
array. 

5. Apparatus as claimed in claim 2 wherein said con 
trolling means includes a microcomputer. 

6. Apparatus as claimed in claim 2 further comprising 
means for detecting the speed of said moving substrate 
prior to said moving substrate reaching said deskewing 
means. 

7. Apparatus as claimed in claim 6 wherein said speed 
detecting means includes at least one optical sensor 
disposed in the path of said moving substrate, said at 
least one optical sensor generating a detection signal 
upon the arrival thereat of said moving substrate; said 
speed determining means determining the speed of said 
moving substrate in response to said detection signal 
and an initial sensing of said moving substrate by said 
sensing means. 

8. Apparatus as claimed in claim 7 wherein said sub 
strate speed determining means includes a microcom 
puter coupled to said sensing means andto said at least 
one optical sensor. 

9. Apparatus as claimed in claim 2 wherein said de 
skewing means includes: 

a ?rst means for selectively changing the speed of a 
?rst edge of said moving substrate; 

a second means for selectively changing the speed of 
a second edge of said moving substrate, said second 
edge opposing said ?rst edge. 

10. Apparatus as claimed in claim 9 wherein said 
deskewing means includes ?rst controlling means for 
controlling said ?rst speed changing means and second 
controlling means, independent of said ?rst controlling 
means, for controlling said second speed changing 
means. 

11. Apparatus as claimed in claim 9 wherein said ?rst 
and second speed changing means includes ?rst and 
second drive motors, respectively. 

12. Apparatus as claimed in claim 2 wherein said 
translating means includes worm gearing coupled to 
said head, said worm gearing including a worm and 
rotating means for rotating said worm such that said 
head translates therealong. 

13. Apparatus as claimed in claim 12 wherein said 
rotating means includes a bidirectional stepper motor 
coupled to rotate said worm. 

14. Apparatus as claimed in claim 3 wherein said 
sensors are optical sensors and said controlling means 
comprises a microcomputer including means for deter 
mining at preselected intervals occlusion of said optical 
sensors by said moving substrate. 

* * * * * 


